California State University, San Bernardino

CSUSB ScholarWorks
Theses Digitization Project

John M. Pfau Library

2011

Substance abuse services and their effects on parental
reunification with children within the child welfare system
Jacqueline Ann Myers

Follow this and additional works at: https://scholarworks.lib.csusb.edu/etd-project
Part of the Social Work Commons, and the Substance Abuse and Addiction Commons

Recommended Citation
Myers, Jacqueline Ann, "Substance abuse services and their effects on parental reunification with children
within the child welfare system" (2011). Theses Digitization Project. 3959.
https://scholarworks.lib.csusb.edu/etd-project/3959

This Project is brought to you for free and open access by the John M. Pfau Library at CSUSB ScholarWorks. It has
been accepted for inclusion in Theses Digitization Project by an authorized administrator of CSUSB ScholarWorks.
For more information, please contact scholarworks@csusb.edu.

SUBSTANCE ABUSE SERVICES AND THEIR EFFECTS ON

PARENTAL REUNIFICATION WITH CHILDREN WITHIN
THE CHILD WELFARE SYSTEM

A Project
Presented to the

Faculty of
California State University,

San Bernardino

In Partial Fulfillment

of the Requirements for the Degree
Master of Social Work

by

Jacqueline Ann Myers

September 2011

SUBSTANCE ABUSE SERVICES AND THEIR EFFECTS ON
PARENTAL REUNIFICATION WITH CHILDREN WITHIN
THE CHILD WELFARE SYSTEM

A Project
Presented to the

Faculty of
California State University,

San Bernardino

by

Jacqueline Ann Myers

September 2011
Approved by:

Supervisor
Social Work

ABSTRACT
This study examined the affect of substance abuse
services on reuniting parents with their children within
the Child Welfare System. The study randomly sampled one

hundred family reunification cases where substance abuse

by the parents was a primary factor for why the children
were removed from the home. Case information was recorded
on the Substance Abuse Services and Family Reunification

Data Extraction Protocol form. Omission of identifying
information and subject names ensured confidentiality and

anonymity.

Chi squares and correlations were used for bivariate
analyses. Findings of this study indicated that

completion of substance abuse treatment services appeared
to be associated with parents reunifying with their
children. Two parent households were more successful in
the reunification process as they had stronger support

systems within the home as well as in the community and
from their substance abuse treatment centers.

Additionally, access to more services enabled
parents to reunify at a higher rate with their children

and maintain continued sobriety.
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Finally, with completion of substance abuse

treatment services parents and children re-entered the
child welfare system slightly less or not at all post
reunification.
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CHAPTER ONE

INTRODUCTION
This chapter will begin with a problem statement
concerning parental substance abuse and it's correlation

with child maltreatment and the effects substance abuse
services have on parents reuniting with their children

within the child welfare system. Finally, there will be a

description of the purpose for this study and its
significance for parental substance abuse services and

reunification.

Problem Statement
"Parental substance abuse has been associated with

high rates of child maltreatment, in" regards to
physical, sexual, emotional abuse and general neglect

(McNichol & Tash, 2001). Children whose parents abuse

drugs and alcohol enter the child welfare system at an
alarming rate. When these children enter the foster care

system, it is the parent's responsibility to seek

substance abuse treatment in order to reunify with their
children. Due to stressful situations and lack of coping
skills, many parents face losing their children to the

foster care system indefinitely as they were unable or
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unwilling to complete substance abuse services according

to their case plans.
It is a known fact that many "substance abusing
parents are less able to provide appropriate shelter,
basic care, and [financial] stability,

[therefore,

putting] their children" at higher risk of abuse and
neglect (Young, Boles, & Otero, 2007) . Evidence has
indicated that parents who abuse substances "display less
appropriate parental involvement with their children;

display attitudes associated with abusive and neglectful

parenting behaviors and often lack basic knowledge of
parenting behaviors and appropriate developmental"

milestones for their children (Young, Boles, & Otero,
2007) .

With that said parents who abuse substances are at a

higher risk of being in contact with the child welfare
system at some point considering their level of addiction

and how it affects their parenting skills. "In a review
of case records of 268 children that had been placed into

[the] foster care [system], three [quarter] of the cases
had some indication of parental substance abuse, such as

a referral for treatment, Court [mandated] drug testing

or treatment, incarceration on drug related [charges], or
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documentation of prenatal drug exposure"

(McNichol &

Tash, 2001, p. 240). "Estimates of drug [abuse] and
dependence are lower for parents whose children remain

[in the] home rather than being placed into out-of-home

care, but no firm conclusions on prevalence can be drawn
due to the high rate of underdiagnosis of substance

[abuse] disorders among parents who come into contact

with the child welfare system"

(Young, Boles, & Otero,

2007, p. 138). It should be noted, that "child welfare
involved parents who have substance abuse issues are more

likely to lose their parental rights as opposed to

parents who do not have substance abuse issues."

Purpose of the Study
The purpose of this study was to assess the

effectiveness of parental substance abuse services in
regards to reunifying with their children in the child

welfare system. Interested parties in this study were any

agencies in the protection of children, substance abuse
treatment facilities who provided the services to the

clients and the social workers who carry the case and
work directly with the parents and children. All of these
entities had a specific goal in the success of the
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clients, and the reunification of the children with their

parents. Child Welfare Agencies strived to reunify the

parents with their children in order to close the case,
end dependency, and save money within the budget.

Substance abuse treatment facilities strived to reunify
the parents with their children in order to measure the

effectiveness of their program and. focus on changes that
need to be made in order for the clients to achieve

success. The social workers carrying the cases strived, to

reunify their parents and children in the hopes of

closing the case within the 18 month time period, and.
without having any further involvement with the Juvenile

Court system.
It is important to understand this problem further
in order to address the significance of substance abuse

treatment for parents, an effective time period that the
parents should, spend in substance abuse treatment
program, what type of model the substance abuse treatment

facility utilizes, such as family-based practice versus

individual-based practice, and whether the parents had a

strong support system once the substance abuse treatment
program was completed.
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The findings of this study could change social work

practice within the Child Welfare System only utilizing
the substance abuse programs that have the highest

success rates of parent participation and completion.

This study also can provide knowledge to the social

workers in regards to where they refer their clients and
what substance abuse programs would be more beneficial in

regards to the parents reunifying with their children.
The present study utilized secondary data analysis

in regards to studying parental substance abuse treatment

programs and reunification with their children. With
secondary data analysis, a more in-depth approach was
utilized in order to understand the different aspects of

parental substance abuse treatment programs and the
effectiveness of the programs in regards with reunifying

with their children. By using secondary data analysis,
the principal source of data came from existing data

collected from a Child Welfare System, service agency
records as well as surveys provided to a select number of

substance abuse treatment facilities servicing parents

within the Child Welfare System.
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Significance of the Project for Social Work
This research will impact social work at various
levels of practice. In regards to social work practice

with individuals, this study allows parents to achieve
their substance abuse case plan goals without

interruption of unnecessary services which may not be
tailored to their specific case plan goals, thus slowing

down the reunification process with their children.

In terms of social work practice at an agency level,
this study would help agencies with the Child Welfare

System choose appropriate substance abuse facilities that
tailor their services to the parent's specific substance
abuse need and give the parent the specific goals needed

in order to obtain reunification with their children.
The relevance of this research in regards to child

welfare practice is significant because without
appropriate substance abuse treatment services for

parents, the likelihood their children will remain in the
child welfare system increases, limiting the parents'

ability to reunify with their children.

It appears that there has been research in regards
to maternal substance abuse issues and reunification with
their children, but parental substance abuse and
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reunification with their children has been neglected. It

should be noted that children reside in many different
types of households, i.e., single mother, single father,
mother and father, two mother's, two father's etc., so

substance abuse services should be measured accordingly.

No matter what type of household a child lives in,
emerging research indicates that parental substance abuse
increases the risk factors for subsequent child abuse and

neglect (Graves, 2003). Therefore, understanding the
significance of parental substance abuse treatment

services in regards to reunification with children within
the child welfare system is necessary and instrumental in

providing children with a healthy and safe environment in

which they can thrive.
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CHAPTER TWO
LITERATURE REVIEW
Introduction
This chapter will examine child maltreatment in

regards to parental substance abuse, substance abuse
services, reunification services, and the theories which
guide the conceptualization of this study.

Substance Abuse and Reunification

According to Ryan et al.

(2006), "alcohol and other

drug abuse (AOD) is a major problem for children and
families involved within the child welfare system"
(p. 95). Substance abuse compromises appropriate

parenting practices and increases the risk of child
maltreatment (Ryan et al., 2006, p. 95). A substantial
proportion of substantiated child abuse and neglect
reports involve parental substance abuse. Once a child is

taken into the child welfare system, children of

substance-abusing parents experience significantly longer

stays in foster care and much lower rates of
reunification with their parents (Ryan et al., 2006,
p. 104)
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Parental "reunification remains a primary focus and

represents a primary goal for child welfare systems
because it respects the primacy of parent-child
attachments and the role of the biological family in

[regards] to human connectedness" (Ryan et al., 2006,
p. 106). This, however,

"has been a difficult goal for

[substance abusing] parents in the child welfare system
to achieve" (Ryan et al., 2006, p. 106).

In a study conducted in Illinois regarding
"substance-exposed infants, Budde and Harden,

(2003)

reported that only 14% of substance-exposed infants

entering [the] child [welfare system] in 1994 were

reunified after nearly seven years" with their parents

(Budde & Harden, 20 03) . "If [child welfare systems intend
to increase the number of parents who reunify with their
children, the]

"development and evaluation of innovative

treatment services is necessary" (Budde & Harden, 2003) .
"The impact of substance abuse treatment [services]
on parents, especially parents involved [within] the
child welfare system, has received limited attention.

Although it [is a] known [fact] that substance abuse

treatment [services] is effective for clients who remain
in treatment for at least three months, only a few
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studies have examined treatment effectiveness for"
parents as a whole versus the much studied maternal

substance abuse treatment services (Budde & Harden,
2003) .

Maternal Substance Abuse Issues

Carison et al.

(2008), focused on "a stress and

coping framework [with a] qualitative study [that]
interviewed [six] mothers and 11 service providers from

substance abuse and child welfare agencies regarding

reunification experiences. Analysis of themes [within in
this] study indicated that multiple parenting stressors
and lack of resources and supports [complicated the

mother's] abilities to manage parenting pressures upon

reunification" with their children (Carison et al.,
.
2008)

The research indicated that a "maternal readiness

for reunification was a [major] theme,

[however],

returning [the] children prematurely to their mothers,

heightened "risk for poor outcomes, especially if

insufficient services [were in] place [prior] to [the]
children [returning] home (Carison et al., 2008).
Choi (2006) researched the prevalence of

co-occurring problems and their impacts on the likelihood
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of family reunification and substance abuse treatment

completion as well as the relationship between substance
abuse treatment completion and family reunification. A
classic experimental design with a control group was
utilized. The sample consisted of a total of 457

substance-abusing mothers and their 772 children. The

findings of the study indicated that matched services to

address mother's co-occurring problems improved the
likelihood of family reunification and treatment
completion (Choi, 2006).
It is evident that maternal substance abuse is an
issue for children in the child welfare system, but it is

apparent that children's households are changing and
mothers are not the only ones suffering from substance
abuse issues while trying to raise their children.

Children are being removed from drug-addicted parents

only to enter a stream of multiple foster homes which may

be even worse than the home they were taken from.
Substance abuse treatment services that help in the

reunification process are imperative in order to stop the

cycle of substance abuse these children are exposed too

every day of their lives.
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Access and Engagement
"Access to substance abuse treatment is limited for
substance abusing parents. Overall, in the United States

approximately one-third of all individuals who need
treatment, receive it" (Substance Abuse and Mental Health
Services Administration [SAMHSA] , 1997) . "The supply of

[appropriate substance abuse] treatment services for
[parents] is especially inadequate [when it comes to

long-term sobriety and techniques used to maintain this
sobriety]. Problems associated with adequate childcare
and adequate transportation seems "to be a significant

barrier to treatment access for both [men] and [women]

(Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services
Administration [SAMHSA], 1997). "Once [involved] in
[substance abuse] treatment [services,] many clients,

especially parents involved in the child welfare system,
fail to complete it" (Gregoire & Schultz, 2001).

In recent studies, the "use of linkage services,
specifically transportation, child care, and [parental
support systems within the community], resulted in
increased use of social services for child welfare

clients [thus increasing] the use of social services
related to decreased [parental] substance" abuse
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(Gregoire & Schultz, 2001). It was found that substance

abuse treatment services along with other "counseling
services (domestic violence [and] family counseling) were

associated with reports of reduced substance" abuse and
the parent's satisfaction with their treatment outcomes

(Gregoire & Schultz, 2001).

Effectively identifying the specific substance abuse

services and service delivery strategies allowed
effective integration of "substance abuse treatment

[services] into the child welfare system"

(Gregoire &

Schultz, 2001). "Achieving family reunification for

substance abusing parents in the child welfare system

requires innovative and integrated treatment [services
and] strategies. Development and evaluation of new models

of service delivery in regards to substance abuse are
necessary if states are to fulfill their obligation to
[reunite]

families fairly and humanely [in] permanent

[living] situations" for the rest of their lives

(Gregoire & Schultz, 2001).
Theories Guiding Conceptualization

A specific theory that is related to the research in

question is ecological theory. Ecological theory explores
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the relationship between the individual and the

environment. "Patterns of communication, individual
coping behaviors, interpersonal networks, and
characteristics of the physical and social environment,
which either support or impede human development, are

examined in the context of the complex reciprocal
interactions between the person and environment" (Lesser
& Pope, 2007, p. 9). With this being said, the ecological

theory allows the researcher to correlate the individual

and their environment, studying what factors in the
individual's environment have contributed to their

substance abuse issues and what factors in their
environment are keeping them from seeking substance abuse

treatment and continued sobriety.
A second theory that is significant in this

particular study is the strength-based theory. In

strength-based theory, an individual seeks empowerment
and seeks to develop and increase skills in the exercise

of interpersonal influence and the performance of valued
social skills (Lesser & Pope, 2007). In this theory, an
individual can utilize what they have learned in their
substance abuse treatment program and infuse their daily

life with these skills once they reunify with their
14

children obtaining a safe and healthy environment for

their children to reside without further child welfare
intervention.

Summary

While understanding the effects of parental

substance abuse services in regards to reunification with
their children within the child welfare system, it is

important to understand the aspects that caused the
separation in the first place and the need for

specialized services focused on recovery, parental
skills, and attainability of family structure. It is

imperative to understand all aspects of parental
substance abuse in order to provide the appropriate
services for reunification.
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CHAPTER THREE

METHODS
Introduction
Chapter Three illustrates the steps used in

developing this project. Specifically, it will look at
the study design, sampling, data collection and

instruments, procedures, protection of human subjects,

and analysis.
Study Design
Many Child Welfare Systems have demonstrated a lack
of appropriate substance abuse services for parents as it

relates "to successful reunification with their children"
[within the child welfare] system"
.
2001)

(Gregoire & Schultz,

This study may be relevant to child welfare

practice because it may specifically target the most

appropriate substance abuse services that parents need in
order to reunify with their children in the child welfare

system. Rehabilitating parents from their specific drug
of choice may improve their parental abilities, giving
the parents the specific tools to maintain sobriety,

while successfully reunifying with their children within
the child welfare system.
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A quantitative research method was utilized because
there has been extensive research in the area of mothers

seeking substance abuse treatment services and reunifying

with their children, but a lack of other parents seeking
substance abuse services and reunifying with their
children was neglected. This study assessed what type of

household the children are coming from, i.e., single

mother, single father, mother and father, two mothers,
two fathers etc., and what substance abuse services were

offered in order for the parents to reunify with their
children in a timely manner.
Data on closed family reunification case files was
extracted from a Child Welfare Services/Case Management

System (CWS/CMS). A data extraction protocol was

developed to record the extracted information.
This study has both strengths and limitations. The

strength of this study is that the information collected
from the data extraction protocol is not based on human

opinion. The outcome of the study was based on several

factors rather than one. Limitations in this study are

that the information will only be extracted from closed
family reunification files and the information collected
may not be accurate as the CWS/CMS system does not have a
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specific code to indicate substance abusing parents and
their success with substance abuse treatment services.

Sampling
The sample came from several hundred Child Welfare

family reunification files where substance abuse by the
parents has been a primary factor for why the children
are removed from the home. A selected researcher compiled

a list from several hundred severe neglect, general

neglect, physical abuse, sexual abuse, caretaker

absence/incapacity, and domestic violence in regards to

alcohol or other drugs (AOD) closed family reunification
files from January 2005 to January 2010. The researcher
selected only cases where substance abuse was a factor in
the children's removal and substance abuse services are

offered to the parents in their case plan in hopes of

reunifying with their children.
The information needed to complete the data

extraction protocol included gender, reason for removal,
perpetrator, types of drugs, types of substance abuse

treatment programs, types of skills learned in the
substance abuse treatment program, completion of
substance abuse treatment program, as well as successful
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reunification with their children after completing

substance abuse treatment services and whether the
children re-entered the child welfare system after

services were rendered and the cases were closed. A total

of 100 cases was selected from the family reunification
closed case sample.

Data Collection and Instruments

The researcher created the Substance Abuse Services
and Family Reunification Data Extraction Protocol (See

Appendix). This data extraction protocol was developed by

determining which factors are known to lead to family
reunification after parents successfully complete

substance abuse treatment services. After consideration
it was determined that the data extraction protocol would
be suitable to measure the proposed factors for this
study.

The study examined the utilization of substance
abuse treatment services and the reunification of parents
with their children within a child welfare system. The

type of skills learned within substance abuse treatment
services are the independent variable and the dependent
variables are completed substance abuse treatment
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services and family reunification services once the
services were completed.
The measurement of family reunification was

determined by whether a parent successfully completed
treatment services and reunified with their children
after the services and skills were utilized. The success

of the parents completing the substance abuse treatment

services indicated whether the skills learned while in

treatment were beneficial in the parents reunifying with
their children.
The following demographics were measured as nominal

variables: gender> reason for removal, perpetrator,
completed, substance abuse treatment services, and

successful reunification with their children after
substance abuse treatment services were completed. Other
nominal variables include: types of drugs, types of

substance abuse treatment services, and types of skills
learned in substance abuse treatment.
The strength of this data extraction protocol

instrument was that it was used as a general tool, was
self-explanatory, and measured the specific information

needed to determine the outcome of the research. The
limitations of this instrument were that some of the
20

desired information was not available on the Child
Welfare Services/Case Management Systems (CWS/CMS).

Procedures
The data was gathered by obtaining several hundred

closed family reunification files from a Child Welfare

System. The researcher gathered all closed family
reunification case files from Child Welfare Services/Case

Management Systems (CWS/CMS). The researcher randomly
gathered a 100 case files that met the appropriate
criteria for this study. Case files that were not
included in this study were the ones where substance
abusing parents are not a factor in the children's

removal and placement into the children's welfare system.
The data collection took place at a Child Welfare

Systems approved location. The time allotted for data

extraction was from September 1, 2010 until February 1,

2010.
Protection of Human Subjects

Individuals were studied through hard copy case

records from the CMS/CWS system. The researcher assigned
each analyzed case file with an identification number.
The identification number will be recorded on the data
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extraction protocol form (See Appendix). The researcher
extracted the desired information on the Substance Abuse

Services and Family Reunification Data Extraction

Protocol and recorded the information on the protocol
form.
The data extraction protocol forms with the

identification numbers were stored in a locked file
cabinet. This will ensure the confidentiality of the

subjects and the case files. The data extraction protocol
will not provide any identifying characteristics to

determine the identity of the subjects with the cases.

Data Analysis

Bivariate analyses were used and include
correlations and chi-squares, to test the effects

substance abuse services have on parents' reunifying with
their children within the child welfare system. The
reason for removal will be correlated with gender,

perpetrator, and the types of drugs used by the
perpetrator. The types of substance abuse treatment

programs will be correlated with the types of skills

learned within the substance abuse treatment programs.

Completion of substance abuse treatment services will be
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correlated with the successful reunification of parents
with their children within the child welfare system.
A chi-square will be used to compare reason for

removal by gender and perpetrator, as well as, types of
skills learned within substance abuse treatment programs
and successful reunification with children after
completing substance abuse treatment services. Chi-square

will also include the relationships between the type of
drugs used by the parents and the type of substance abuse

treatment program that they entered.
Summary
A quantitative approach was used in this study of a

systematic random sample of one hundred closed family
reunification cases filed with a Child Welfare System.

Data will be extracted from the Child Welfare
Services/Case Management System (CWS/CMS) and recorded on
the Substance Abuse Services and. Family Reunification

Data Extraction Protocol. Omission of identifying
information and subject names ensure confidentiality and
anonymity. Chi-squares and correlations will be used for
bivariate analyses.
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CHAPTER FOUR
RESULTS

Introduction
Included in Chapter Four is a presentation of the

outcome of this study. The findings give information
regarding the frequencies of the nominal variables that

were tested against one another and the results of the

tests that were conducted including descriptive

statistics and tables. The variables gender, reason for
removal, perpetrator, types of drugs, substance abuse

treatment programs, skills learned in the substance abuse
treatment programs, and completion of substance abuse

treatment program were cross-tabulated with successful
reunification parents had with their children after
completing substance abuse treatment services.
Presentation of the Findings
The sample utilized was 85 out of 100 cases randomly
selected from the CWS/CMS system. Fifteen cases were not

utilized, as the cases were either marked sensitive,

which means they could not be opened for review or the
case provided had no significant substance abuse history

related to this study.
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Table 1 presents demographic characteristics of the
sample. The sample consisted of 46 males and 39 females
out of a total of 85 cases reviewed.

Table 1. Frequency for Gender

Valid Cumulative
Frequency Percent Percent
Percent
46

54.1

54.1

54.1

female

39

45.9

45.9

45.9

Total

85

100.0

100.0

Valid male

Table 2 represents the reason for children being
removed from their parents while abusing drugs and/or

alcohol. Out of the four categories of severe neglect,

general neglect, physical abuse, and. caretaker
absence/incapacity, general neglect was highest with
76.5% of children being removed from their parents.

Caretaker absence/incapacity followed, with 18.8% of
children being removed from their parents.
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Table 2. Frequency for Reason of Removal
Valid- Cumulative
Percent
Frequency Percent Percent
2

2.4

2.4

2.4

General Neglect

65

76.5

76.5

78.8

Physical Abuse

2

2.4

2.4

81.2

Caretaker
Absence/
Incapacity

16

18.8

18.8

100.0

Total

85

100.0

100.0

Valid Severe Neglect

Table 3 represents the type of perpetrator, mother,
father, or parents, most likely having their children

detained and placed into protective custody due to drug
and/or alcohol abuse. Out of 85 samples studied, 76.5%

were from the parents and 23.5% were from the mother

only. It should be noted that out of the 85 samples, no
father was listed as sole perpetrator.
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Table 3. Frequency for Perpetrator
Valid Cumulative
Frequency Percent Percent
Percent
Valid

Mother

20

23.5

23.5

23.5

Parents

65

76.5

76.5

100.0

Total

85

100.0

100.0

Table 4 illustrates the types of drugs used by the

perpetrators that led to their children being taken into

protective custody. The types of drugs sampled were
alcohol, marijuana, methamphetamine, or a combination of
one or more drugs. A combination of one or more drugs was

with highest percentage with 36.5%, followed by
methamphetamine at 29.4%, marijuana at 27.1% and alcohol
at 7.1%. It should be noted that a combination of one or

more drugs typically was marijuana and methamphetamine or
alcohol and methamphetamine.
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Table 4. Frequency for Types of Drugs

Valid Cumulative
Frequency Percent Percent
Percent
Valid Alcohol

6

7.1

7.1

7.1

Marijuana

23

27.1

27.1

34.1

Methamphetamine

25

29.4

29.4

63.5

Combination of
1 or more

31

36.5

36.5

100.0

Total

85

100.0

100.0

Table 5 illustrates the substance abuse treatment

skills utilized while in treatment. The different skills

analyzed were individual/family therapy, NA/AA meetings,

drug testing, and multiple skills learned while in
treatment. The skill with the highest percentage was

multiple skills learned which 91.8% was with drug testing
being second at 5.9%. Individual/Family Therapy and NA/AA

meetings were the lowest scores with 1.2%. It appeared that
many of the skills learned were a combination of
individual/family therapy, drug testing, and NA/AA meetings
included in the substance abuse treatment services and were
not assigned individually as originally thought.

28

Table 5. Frequency for Skills Utilized in Treatment

Valid Cumulative
Percent
Frequency Percent Percent
Valid Individual/
Family Therapy

1

1.2

1.2

1.2

NA/AA Meetings

1

1.2

1.2

2.4

Drug Testing

5

5.9

5.9

8.2

Multiple
Skills Learned

78

91.8

91.8

100.0

Total

85

100.0

100.0

Table 6 illustrated completion of substance abuse

services. 90.6% of individuals participating in substance
abuse treatment services completed services while only

9.4% did not complete services, which most likely
indicate that the individuals did not reunify with their

children.
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Table 6. Frequency for Completion of Services

Valid Cumulative
Frequency Percent Percent
Percent
Valid Yes

No
Total

77

90.6

90.6

90.6

8

9.4

9.4

100.0

85

100.0

100.0

Table 7 illustrates reunification after completion
of substance abuse services. 91.8% of individuals that

completed substance abuse services reunified with their
children versus 8.2% of individuals who did not complete

substance abuse services failed to reunify with their
children.

Table 7. Frequency for Reunification after Completion of

Services

Valid Cumulative
Percent
Frequency Percent Percent
78

91.8

91.8

91.8

No

7

8.2

8.2

100.0

Total

85

100.0

100.0

Valid Yes
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In order to determine the nature of relationships
between variables, data from several variables were

cross-tabulated and evaluated using chi-squared analyses.

In each case, significance was evaluated against
established two-tailed probability level of .05. The
cross-tabulation of reunification and completion,
reunification and perpetrator, and re-entry and

completion were analyzed and found significant.

Several other variable cross-tabulations were
evaluated such as skills learned and completion,
reunification and gender, reunification and drugs,

reunification and treatment facilities, reunification and
skills learned and reunification and re-entry.

As for skills learned and completion the test could
not be ran as the sample size was too small to analyze.

Reunification and gender was not significant, as gender

did not appear to be an issue. Reunification and drugs
was not significant because the sample size was too small

to analyze. Reunification and treatment facilities had
significant findings but the sample size was too small in
order for a chi-square analysis. Reunification and skills

learned was not significant as the majority of the

individuals were participating in multiple skills versus
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one skill at a time as indicated in the data extraction

protocol. Reunification and re-entry had significant
findings but the sample cell size was too small in order
for a chi-square analysis.

Reunification and Completion
The association of the relationship on parents

reunifying with their children and the completion of
services was examined. The cross-tabulation is
illustrated in Table 8. The association was found to be

significant and valid at x2 (1/ N = 85) = 34.41,

p < .0005. Results showed that when individuals completed
substance abuse services they were 70.7% more likely to
reunify with their children versus individuals who failed

to complete services causing failed reunification.
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Table 8. Reunification/Completion Cross-Tabulation

Completion
Yes

No

75

3

78

70.7

7.3

78.0

2

5

7

6.3

.7

7.0

77

8

85

77.0

8.0

85.0

Reunification Yes Count

Expected Count

No Count
Expected Count
Total

Count

Expected Count

Total

Chi-Square Tests

Value

Exact
Exact
Asymp.
Sig.
Sig.
Sig.
df (2-sided) (2-sided) (1-sided)

Pearson Chi-Square 34.411a 1

.000

Continuity
Correction10

26.941

1

.000

Likelihood Ratio

19.226

1

. 000

.000

Fisher's Exact Test

Linear-by-Linear
Association

34.006

N of Valid Cases

85

1

. 000

. 000

a. 1 cells (25.0%) have expected count less than 5. The
minimum expected count is .66.
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Reunification and Perpetrator
The association of the relationship on parents

reunifying with their children and. the completion of

services was examined. The cross-tabulation is
illustrated, in Table 9. The association was found to be

significant and valid at \2 (1/ N = 85) = 4.79, p = .05.

Results showed that when children are detained from both
parents versus one parent such as their mother,

reunification with both parents is likely to occur rather
than a single parent family. The rate at which two parent
households reunified, with their children was 59.6% versus
single mother households, which was 5.4%.
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Table 9. Reunification/Perpetrator Cross-Tabulation

Perpetrator

Mother Parents

Reunification Yes Count

16

62

78

18.4

59.6

78.0

4

3

7

Expected Count

1.6

5.4

7.0

Count

20

65

85

20.0

65.0

85.0

Expected Count
No

Total

Total

Count

Expected Count
Chi-Square Tests

Value

Exact
Exact
Asymp.
Sig.
Sig.
Sig.
(1-sided)
(2
-sided)
df (2-sided)

4.790a

1

.029

Continuity
Correction15

2.971

1

. 085

Likelihood Ratio

4.031

1

. 045

Pearson Chi-Square

. 050

Fisher's Exact Test
Linear-by-Linear
Association

4.734

N of Valid Cases

85

1

. 050

. 030

a. 1 cells (25.0%) ’ lave expected count less than 5. The
minimum expected count is 1.65.
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Re-Entry and Completion
The association of the relationship of parents

re-entering the child welfare system with their children

and the completion of services was examined. The
cross-tabulation is illustrated in Table 10. The
association was found to be significant and valid at
X2 (1, N = 85) = 34.41, p = .004. Results showed that when
parents complete substance abuse services they are less
likely to re-enter the child welfare system with their

children. Analysis showed that 75.0% of parents who
completed substance abuse treatment services did not

re-enter the child welfare system with their children

where as 5% who failed to complete substance abuse
services re-entered the child welfare system with their

children.
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Table 10. Re-entry/Completion Cross-Tabulation

Completion

Re-entry

Yes

No

Total

Yes

No

Total

Count

75

3

78

Expected Count

70.7

7.3

78.0

Count

2

5

7

Expected Count

6.3

.7

7.0

Count

77

8

85

Expected Count

77.0

8.0

85.0

Chi-Square Tests

Value

Asymp.
Exact
Exact
Sig.
Sig.
Sig.
df (2-sided) (2-sided) (1-sided)

Pearson Chi-Square 34,411a 1

. 000

Continuity
Correction13

26.941

1

. 000

Likelihood Ratio

19.226

1

. 000

Fisher's Exact
Test

. 000

Linear-by-Linear
Association

34.006

N of Valid Cases

85

1

. 000

.000

a. 1 cells (25.0%) lave expected count less than 5. The
minimum expected count is .66.
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Summary
Chapter Four reviewed the results extracted from

this research project. A total of 85 cases were
researched and analyzed for the affects of substance
abuse services in regards to parents reuniting with their

children within the Child Welfare System. There were

significant trends and associations with respect to the

relationship of parents completing their substance abuse
treatment services and reunifying with their children as
well as completion of substance abuse treatment services
and the lack of re-entry into the child welfare system.
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CHAPTER FIVE

DISCUSSION

Introduction
Chapter Five will briefly discuss the key findings

of this research project. The study examined secondary
data from electronic case files to determine whether the

affects of substance abuse treatment services and the
completion of these services allow parents to reunify
successfully with their children within the Child Welfare

System. Recommendations for policy, procedures, and

future research are presented to improve best practice in
terms of reunification.

Discussion

This research project analyzed factors that were

discussed in previous literature as being important

correlates for successful substance abuse treatment
services and reunification.
The sample utilized was 85 out of 100 cases randomly

selected from the CWS/CMS system. Fifteen cases were not
utilized, as the cases were either marked sensitive,

which means they could not be opened for review or the
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case provided had no significant substance abuse history-

related to this study. There were three significant and
valid findings between variables, which were
reunification, and completion of services, reunification,
and types of perpetrators, and re-entry and completion of

substance abuse services.

Completion of substance abuse services was

significant in individuals who reunified with their
children within the child, welfare system in that they

learned skills to maintain their sobriety in order to

complete their assigned case plans. Several skills were
utilized, by the individuals successfully completing

substance abuse treatment services. The first skill
utilized by the individual was parenting skills.
Parenting skills are essential in reunification as they

teach the individual better ways to parent their children

that may have been neglected by their substance abuse.
The parents were able to focus on positive parenting
skills that included providing appropriate shelter, basic
care, financial stability, and positive discipline

methods that were lacking when the parents were abusing

alcohol and drugs. A second, skill that is crucial is the
participation in individual/family therapy. With
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specialized therapy, the parents were able to focus on
their past history that may have caused the need for
continued alcohol and drug use to cope with daily life.

By examining past issues coupled with their current life
situations, the parents could be more focused on maintain

sobriety and stopping the cycle of substance abuse that

their own children could easily fall into. A final skill
that was significant in the reunification process was

drug testing. No matter what skills were learned during

substance abuse treatment, the parents were mandated to
drug test. These drug tests were a tool to keep the
parents accountable not only to themselves but to the

substance abuse treatment center as well as their case
carrying social worker and their children.

Reunification and the types of perpetrators was

significant in that the data proved that two parent
households reunified more successfully than a one parent

household especially households where the mother was the
main parent identified. Individuals in a two-parent

household have a stronger support system than an
individual in a one parent household. Support systems are

essential when maintaining sobriety as they increase the

likelihood of successful completion of substance abuse

41

services and allow the parent's to support each other

with child care issues, transportation dilemmas and the
everyday stresses of raising their children sober. With

any successful support system, patterns of communication
are essential in helping one another cope with behaviors
that triggered the substance abuse issues in the first

place. By having a strong support system, the parent's
are able to encourage one another to continue their

progress not only for themselves but for their children

as well who are counting on their parents to bring the

family unit back together.
Finally, there were significant findings in the
completion of substance abuse services and re-entry of
the parents and children back into the child welfare

system. The use of linkage services, specifically

transportation, child care, parenting classes and

parental support systems both within the home and in the

community resulted in an increased satisfaction of
substance abuse treatment services by the parents. When
these substance abuse treatment services were coupled

with other counseling services such as individual/family

therapy, and domestic violence counseling reports of
reduced substance abuse by the parents and. a positive
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attitude with their treatment outcomes led to less
re-entry after the children were reunified breaking the

cycle of recurrent substance abuse by the parents and the
children being placed within the child welfare system

again.

Limitations
There were significant limitations in this research

project. The first was attributed to the small sample
size. The original sample set consisted of 100 electronic

cases. However, 15 cases were excluded due to factors

such as the case being marked sensitive and therefore not
accessible by the researcher, the case not meeting the

sample criteria. A small sample size could have

attributed low external validity and non-significance

therefore not generalized as there were not enough cases
to detect associations amongst some variables.

Another significant limitation in this research
project was the use of exclusively secondary data from
case files. Cases could only be as accurate as the social

worker who imputed the data. There could be multiple

margins for error as information could be incorrect in
the case management system or incomplete.
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A final limitation in this research project was the
use of only quantitative numerical data, which did not

allow for correlations to be analyzed or significant

relationships between multiple independent variables and

dependent variables. Use of only quantitative categorical
data did not allow for any conclusions or predictions to
be made about certain frequencies in the data, which

appeared significant in the inception of this research
proj ect.

Recommendations for Social Work
Practice, Policy and Research
This study has shown that completion of substance

abuse treatment services plays a vital role in the
reunification process of parents and their children

within the child welfare system. With services that
focused on positive parenting skills, individual/family
therapy, and drug testing parents reunified with their
children through successful sobriety lengths, resources

from family and community support systems whereby

re-entering the child welfare system at lower rates, if

at all.
The implications for social work policy proved that

appropriate services and engagement while in substance
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abuse treatment proved successful in the parents

reunifying with their children after completion of these

services. Evidence based interventions such as family
behavioral treatment or family based therapy provide

interventions for parents who abuse alcohol and drugs by

controlling or eliminating substance abuse, increasing
communication between the parents and the children, and
reducing stressful situations brought about by alcohol
and drug abuse.

It is recommended in direct practice, that social

workers continue to refer parents with substance abuse
issues to appropriate programs that utilize skills to
help parents maintain continued sobriety so that parents

may successfully complete case plans and reunify with
their children who are in the child welfare system.
Achieving family reunification for substance abusing

parents in the child welfare system requires innovative
and integrative treatment services and strategies.

Development and evaluation of new models of service
delivery in regards to substance abuse treatment is

necessary in order to reunite families fairly and
humanely in permanent living situations for the rest of
their lives.

45

At a policy level, one of the recommendations
includes providing additional training to social workers

that is understandable and feasible in the most current

and successful substance abuse treatment models. Social
workers should also be trained regarding their style of

communication and availability to accommodate the parents
they are servicing, as parents with substance abuse

issues need continued support to maintain sobriety. By
social workers utilizing these specific recommendations

this will increase the number of satisfied parents

participating in successful substance abuse treatment

services.
At a research level, it is imperative to understand
the aspects of what caused the substance abuse issues in
the first place and focus on the need for continued

specialized services focused on recovery, parental
skills, and attainability of family structure. Future
research should pay close attention to the history each

parent attributes to their substance abuse issues and

focus on providing continued services that are
appropriate for successful reunification.
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Conclusions
A brief discussion of the findings of this study

indicated that completion of substance abuse treatment
services appear to be successful with parents reunifying

with their children from the child welfare system. Two
parent households were more successful in the
reunification process as they had stronger support

systems within the home as well as in the community and
from their substance abuse treatment centers. Finally,

completion of substance abuse treatment services
indicated that parents and children re-enter the child

welfare system slightly less or not at all once

reunification occurs.
In addition, this research project revealed that
access to more services enables the parents to reunify at
a higher rate with their children and maintain continued

sobriety that is so important in reuniting families and

.keeping children at home with their parents in the
future.
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APPENDIX

SUBSTANCE ABUSE AND FAMILY REUNIFICATION

DATA EXTRACTION PROTOCOL
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Substance Abuse and Family Reunification
Data Extraction Protocol

ID:_______________
1.

Gender
o
o

J.Malc
2. Female

2.

Reason for Removal:
o
1. Severe Neglect involving Alcohol and other Drugs (AOD).
o
2. General Neglect involving AOD.
o
3. Physical Abuse involving AOD.
o
4. Sexual Abuse involving AOD.
o
5. Caretaker Absence/incapacity involving AOD.
o
6. Domestic Violence involving AOD.

3.

Perpetrator:
o
I. Father
o
2. Mother
o
3. Father/Mother
o
4. Other

4.

Types of Drugs:
o
1. Alcohol
o
2. Marijuana
o
3. Methamphetamine
o
4. Cocaine
o
5. Heroin
o
6. Opiates
o
7. Combination of 1 or more

5.

Substance Abuse Facilities Utilized:
o
1. Riverside County Substance Abuse Treatment
o 2 Mom’s Program (Affiliated with Riverside County)
o 3. Sun Ray Addiction Services
o 4. MFI Treatment Services
o 5. Family Preservation Court
o
6. Other

6.

Skills Taught in Substance Abuse Treatment Services
o
1. Parenting
o
2. lndividual/Family Therapy
o
3. NA/AAMeetings
o
4. Court Involveinent/Sanctions
o
5. Drug Testing
o
6. Better Decision Making Skills

7.

Completed Substance Abuse Treatment Services:
o
l.Yes
o
2. No

8.

Reunified With Children After Completing Substance Abuse Services:
o
l.Yes
o
2. No

9.

Did the Children Re-Enter the Child Welfare System? In What Time Period?
o
l.None
o
2. 3 Months
o
3.6 Months
o
4. 12 Months
o
<12 Months

Developed by Jacqueline Ann Myers
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